viii                             INTRODUCTION.
Several scientific books, dating back to the beginning of this century, mention the solubility of gold in potassium cyanide solutions. The application of this solvent for the treatment of auriferous ores was first thought of and patented in the United States in 1867 ; and although the process was tried and experimented with by some eminent metallurgists of that country, no practical or commercial results were obtained.
Now, how is it—in spite of repeated failure in America and elsewhere—that within the last few years the cyanide process has come into such preeminence, and as such a grand success, before the metallurgical world ?
In answer to this question, I believe I am safe in stating that the ores of the Witwatersrand gold fields, where the cyanide process was first introduced, carry the gold in a pure and metallic state, in an extremely fine state of division (and even in the pyrites, the gold does not occur in chemical combination, but in a free state); and, therefore, all the conditions existed there to make the application of the cyanide process a perfect success. These facts are not only of interest to the metallurgist, but they should also throw some light on the geological features and conditions under which these peculiar conglomerate beds were formed.